Introduction
Simplicius of Cilicia and John Philoponus of Alexandria share many common features but differ in one most important respect: their interpretation of Aristotle. They were contemporaries and both attended the seminars of Ammonius, son of Hermias, in Alexandria.1 Ammonius (died shortly before AD 517) was a Neoplatonist who focused his teaching more on Aristotle than on Plato, and it was presumably under his influence that both Simplicius and Philoponus commented on Aristotle and not on Plato. Throughout their commentaries, however, one is guided to radically opposing interpretations of Aristotle's philosophy.
Simplicius endeavoured to establish Aristotle not only as an unshakable authority in philosophy of language and natural philosophy but also as a philosopher who fully shared with Plato knowledge of the divine truth (i.e. the truth about the first realities of cosmos: the Soul, the Intelligence, and the One). Philoponus, on the other hand, rejected Aristotle as an authority, countered many of his arguments in his Aristotelian commentaries, and openly opposed Aristotle in his treatise On the Eternity of the World against Aristotle.2 One should abstain, however, from thinking in a simplistic manner of Simplicius as the "traditionalist" and of Philoponus as the "modernist." Philoponus seems to have fully accepted the authority of Moses while commenting on the Genesis, and the fully equal rank that Simplicius granted to Aristotle and Plato was a novelty within the Neoplatonic tradition. Both philosophers, we might say, served a religious purpose by using a philosophical method; they both had recourse to philosophical exegesis, the former in order to demolish Hellenic authorities and establish the truth of Christianity, mainly its doctrine of creationism, the latter in order to defend Hellenism as a unitary and perennial system of thought.
Simplicius' Vindication of Aristotle
Alongside his commentary on Epictetus' Handbook, Simplicius wrote extensive commentaries on the following Aristotelian writings: Categories, Physics, and On the Heavens.3 He shared with other Neoplatonists the idea that philosophy was not accessible at once but had to be instilled into the soul of the novice progressively according to an organized and carefully planned curriculum.4 Aristotle had to be taught before Plato; moreover, within Aristotle's works, the logical treatises had to be taught before the treatises on natural philosophy, and within Aristotle's treatises on natural philosophy, the Physics, as a work on the common principles of nature, had to be taught before the treatise On the Heavens.5 Simplicius, however, composed his Aristotelian commentaries following an order that is contrary to the progression of the curriculum: the commentary on the Categories refers back to the commentary on the Physics, while the commentary on the Physics refers back to the commentary on the treatise On the Heavens.6 Unless one is willing to accept the implausible solution of fortuity, the only compelling explanation for this "anomaly" is that Simplicius
